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T o l k i e n 's  A l l u s i v e  B a c k s t o r y :
I m m o r t a l i t y  a n d  B e l i e f
i n  t h e  F a n t a s y  F r a m e
W a y n e  A .  C h a n d l e r  a n d  C a r r o l  L .  F r y
Discussing the roots of the broad genre w e to d ay  call "fan tasy ,"  M ichelle 
L. E ilers defines it as "p ro se  fiction [...] in  w h ich  an  ex tran a tu ra l pow er 
p lay s  a fu n d am en ta l ro le a n d  th a t [aims] to  create  an  illu sion  of rea lity "  (318). 
T hankfu lly , th e  w rite r of fan tasy  labors u n d e r  n o  b u rd e n  to  m ake  th a t illu so ry  
rea lity  seem  possib le  o r even  p lausib le . T he w rite r m ust, th o u g h , p re sen t an  
illu sion  th a t seem s b e lie v a b le -b e lie v a b le  enough , a t least, for th e  re ad e r w ho  
w o u ld  w illing ly  engage w ith  fan tastic  lite ra tu re  in  the  first place. "T he m o m en t 
d isbelief arises," J.R.R. T olkien  w rite s  of fan tasy  ta les (or, if  you  w ill, on  fairy  
stories), " th e  spell is b roken; th e  m agic, o r ra th e r art, h a s  failed" ("O n  Fairy- 
S tories" 52). This be lievability  n eed  n o t be  stric tly  deno tative: as T hom as A. 
W endorf notes, "[G ]ood  fan tasy  answ ers its o w n  d em an d s  for rea lism " (85). T his 
answ er, essen tia l to  th e  success of th e  tale, is connotative b e lie v a b il ity -m a k in g  
th e  fan tastic  seem  em otionally  true.
T he com m on m ean s  of ach iev ing  th is believability , th is  feeling  of 
em o tiona l tru th , is th e  creation  of w h a t Jane M obley  describes as a  "fram e of 
explicab ility" (118). T he fan tasy  fram e (as w e shall refer to it) is the  con ten t 
w ith in  o r ex ternal to  a p rim a ry  tex t th a t reconciles th e  fan tastic  w ith  th e  read e r 's  
w illingness to  su sp en d  disbelief. T he first, m ost fu n d am en ta l level of th is 
reconcilia tion  is th e  basic exp lana tion  of th e  fan tastic 's  existence. In  sh o rt w orks, 
o r if th e  basic  ju s tification  is sufficiently  b ro ad  an d /o r deep , th a t firs t level m ay  
be  the  fram e 's  en tire ty . The m ost basic fan tasy  fram e is a  sim ple in tro d u c to ry  
phrase : "O nce u p o n  a tim e," say, or, "A long  tim e ago, in  a ga laxy  far, far aw ay." 
A  sim ple d isc la im er of setting , how ever, often  is insufficient, an d  bo th  
concep tually  an d  m ateria lly  th e  fram e can be far m ore  com plex.
In  w orks th a t req u ire  th e  re ad e r to  m ak e  m o re  th an  a triv ia l 
com m itm en t (of tim e sp en t read ing , of cred u lity  req u ired  for buy-in , e t al.), the  
fram e m a y  req u ire  th e  w rite r 's  b u ild in g  (or excavating) ad d itio n a l levels of 
exp lana tion  to  enab le  th e  re a d e r 's  engagem ent. O ne m e th o d  is to  au g m en t the 
basic  exp lana tion  w ith  references to ex tra-tex tual elem ents: o ther w o rk s or 
kn o w led g e  w ith  w h ich  th e  w rite r assum es th e  read e r to  be  fam iliar, o r gen re  
conventions th a t re ad e rs  expect or value. A n o ther m e th o d  (often com bined  w ith  
ex tra-tex tual references) is the p resen ta tio n  of backstory . Ideally , the  m ore
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backsto ry  a w ork  p resen ts, then  th e  g rea te r th e  im press ion  of d e p th  an d  tru th , 
hence  th e  easier th e  re ad e r 's  su sp en sio n  of disbelief, an d  consequen tly  the  m ore  
fu lly  or s trong ly  th e  re a d e r 's  po ten tia l en g ag em en t w ith  th e  tale.
T he m ean s of p resen ta tio n  also in fluences the  fram e 's  efficacy. The 
en tire  fram e m a y  be  p re sen ted  in  a p ro lo g u e1 or even  a single passage. It m ay  
take  th e  fo rm  of bookends, in  essence, p reced in g  th en  fo llow ing  the  p rim a ry  
tale. A no ther m ean s of p re s e n ta t io n -c ru c ia l  to  th e  p re sen t a rg u m e n t—is 
p e riod ic  in sertions a long  th e  course of th e  story. T he fram e 's  po ten tia l 
ap p earan ces are  m yriad .
A s im p lied  b y  the  d iscussion  so far, th e  fan tasy  fram e is p a r t con ten t 
an d  p a rt form : it lies in  b o th  th e  m a teria l an d  th e  shape  of the  story. O ne varie ty  
of fram e is th e  tran sitiona l jo u rn ey  to an  a lte rna te  w o rld  w h ere  th e  law s of ou rs  
do  n o t app ly , such  as A lice fa lling  d o w n  th e  rab b it ho le  in to  C arro ll's  
W o n d erlan d , o r A lan  C arp en tie r (né C arp en te r) fa lling  off th e  w in d o w  ledge 
in to  D an te 's  (and  N iven  & P ou rne lle 's) H ell: th e  qualities of W o n d erlan d  an d  
th e  h o rro rs  of H ell a re  se ldom  off-page for long. In  L. S p rague de  C am p  an d  
F letcher P ra tt 's  The Incomplete Enchanter, characters travel to  p ara lle l un iv erses  
in  w h ich  E arth 's  leg en d s are  reality , ad v en tu rin g  in  th e  w o rld  of E d m u n d  
S penser 's  Faerie Queene,2 N orse  sagas, a n d  o th er m ytho log ica l settings. M ore 
recently , L ilith  S ain tcrow 's b lad e -w ie ld in g  p ro tag o n is t D an te  V alentine 
m u rd e rs  h e r  w ay  th ro u g h  a k it-bash  of e lem en ts rem in iscen t of M ickey Spillane, 
C harla ine  H arris , a n d  th e  Bible.
T he fan tasy  fram e m ad e  from  w hole  cloth is ra re r (in, one cou ld  argue, 
b o th  th e  g en era l a n d  th e  S hakespearean  sense) th a n  the  fram e m o st of w hose 
m ate ria l is bo rro w ed . O ne m ig h t even  defensib ly  assert th a t n o  such  fram e is of 
en tire ly  o rig inal content. S u p ern a tu ra l e lem en ts n o tw ith s tan d in g , the  den izens 
an d  locales of R obert E. H o w a rd 's  H y b o rian  Age, for exam ple, se ldom  are  m ore  
th a n  tw o  step s rem o v ed  from  their rea l-w o rld  an teceden ts, irrespective  of the 
au d ac io u s skill w ith  w h ich  H o w ard  p en n ed  h is  confluence of h isto ries, legends, 
an d  m y ths. T o lk ien 's  fram e, though , is of a m u ch  g rea te r m ag n itu d e , an d  its 
u ses  of nom en c la tu re  a n d  concepts from  rea l-w o rld  sources often  are b eyond  
th e  ken  of a lay  audience. For instance, it is likely  that, p ropo rtiona lly , very  few  
read e rs  of T o lk ien 's  w o rk  recognize from  th e ir o w n  fam iliarity  w ith  The Poetic 
Edda n am es in c lu d in g  "D urin ,"  "D w alin ," "G andalf,"  "T horin ," "G loin ," an d
1 Among our favorites of such prologues are those that, w ith mock seriousness, seek to 
dissuade the reader from continuing. For example: "You who so plod amid serious things 
that you feel it shame to give yourself up even for a few short moments to mirth and 
joyousness in  the land of Fancy; you who think that life hath nought to do w ith innocent 
laughter that can harm no one; these pages are not for you" (Pyle, 3).
2 Spenser's The Faerie Queene, arguably the most successful incomplete work in  English, 
utilizes a highly ambitious, prolonged, and overtly allegorical frame.
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others; n o d  in  app rec ia tion  of th e  m y th ica l e tym ology  connecting  th e  K ingdom  
of D ale to  th e  O ld  E nglish  dæ l; a n d  so forth . T he b u lk  of m ateria ls  th a t m ak e  u p  
th e  fram e of The Lord o f the Rings a re  of T o lk ien 's  o w n  im agin ing , an d  th e  real- 
w o rld  b o rro w in g s are  sufficiently  rarified  or a lte red  th a t th ey  b len d  seam lessly  
w ith  th e  fram e 's  o th er content. T his seam lessness con tribu tes to  them atic  
consistency, in  tu rn  en hanc ing  th e  sto ry 's  p o ten tia l believability . For exam ple, 
th e  p ro lo g u e  section  "C o ncern ing  H obb its"  is en tire ly  fictitious, ye t the 
descrip tions of H ob b its ' n a tu re , h is to ry , an d  lineages read  as th o u g h  lifted  from  
a fam ily  chronicle. G iven th is convincing  p resen ta tion , th e  exposition 's  focal 
sh ift from  th e  R ed  Book of W estm arch  to  "a  v arie ty  p rob ab ly  of Nicotiana" 
("C oncern ing  P ipe-w eed" 8 )—an  insertion  of a th in g  rea l a n d  cu ltu ra lly  p resen t 
in to  m a tte rs  com pletely  im a g in a ry —does n o t b reak  th e  n a rra tiv e 's  spell, b u t 
in s tead  d raw s th e  re ad e r fu r th e r in to  it.
Such consistency  is in teg ra l to su s ta in in g  th e  a tm o sp h ere  of tru th  in  
fan tasy  lite ra tu re  in  genera l an d  The Lord o f the Rings in  particu la r. T rue, there  
ex ist w orks w hose  artistic  success stem s p a rtly  from  in tra tex tu a l contrad iction , 
such  as th ro u g h  th e  device of th e  u n re liab le  n a rra to r (M ary  Shelley 's 
Frankenstein com es to  m ind). The Lord o f the Rings is n o t one of them , regard less  
of som e claim s to  the  con trary . D espite, for exam ple, John  R oseg ran t's  e loquen t 
equ ivoca tion  w ith  the  w o rd  "en ch an tm en t"  (131-132), T o lk ien 's  ite ra tion  of the 
fan tasy  fram e does n o t encou rage  or even  a llow  conflict be tw een  th e  tru th in ess  
(as it w ere) of th e  fram e an d  th e  them es of decay  a n d  loss th a t th e  sto ry  
com m unicates. To m isq u o te  R osegran t, "[T]he content of loss is in  constan t 
[unity] w ith  th e  en ch an tin g  form  of The Lord o f the R ings" (127). Loss, exp ressed  
in  one fo rm  or ano ther, h a s  long  b een  recogn ized  as p e rm ea tin g  th e  novel. 
W illiam  H . S to d d ard  asserts  th a t even  "M id d le -earth  itself is a sym bol of loss. 
T o lk ien 's  sto ries of it a re  filled  w ith  one loss after an o th er"  (158). Loss is 
in separab le  from  T o lk ien 's  fram e a n d  fu n d am en ta l to the ta le  th e  fram e enables. 
W ithou t th e  consistency  of loss th a t feels true , th e  fram e fragm en ts, the 
believab ility  falters, an d  th e  sto ry  fails. B ecause n o th in g  in  life is m ore  rea l — 
m ore  com m on or m ore  u n a v o id a b le —th a n  loss, it m u s t be re n d e re d  in  M idd le - 
ea rth  w ith  u tte r  verity .
T he fo u n d a tio n  of T o lk ien 's  fram e a n d  p rim a ry  (though  n o t sole) 
su s ta in er of the  n o v e l's  s tru c tu ra l in teg rity  is w h a t w e shall call th e  "allusive 
backsto ry": freq u en t references, m y riad  of top ic  yet consisten t of tone  an d  
them e, to  a deep  yet ab sen t h is to ry . O ne of th e  m arve ls  of The Lord o f the Rings is 
th a t m illions of re ad e rs  h ave  th rilled  to it w ith o u t fu lly  app rec ia tin g  or even  
qu ite  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t backstory , g lim p sed  in  b rie f flashes of n a rra tiv e  
lig h tn in g  th ro u g h  h u n d re d s  of a llu sions to  m ate ria l that, fou r years a n d  fifteen 
d ay s after th e  loss of its au th o r, w o u ld  be p u b lish ed  as The Silmarillion. In  The 
Lord o f the Rings, for exam ple, M o rg o th —"D ark  E nem y of th e  W orld ,"  in
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S indarin  (Silmarillion 31)—is b are ly  m en tioned : a t W eathertop , as A rag o rn  tells 
th e  h obb its  ta les of M id d le -ea rth 's  h isto ry , M orgo th  is re fe rred  to  on ly  as the 
"G rea t Enem y, of w h o m  Sauron  of M ordo r w as b u t a se rvan t"  (Tolkien, The Lord 
o f the Rings [LotR] I.11.193), an d  L egolas iden tifies G an d a lf 's  foe in  M oria  as "a 
B alrog of M orgo th" (II.7.356), b u t little  o th er in fo rm ation  is p ro v id ed . In  the 
b ack d ro p  ta les sp u n  b y  A rag o rn  an d  G andalf, re ad e rs  g e t references to  som e of 
th e  g rea t h eroes o f th e  first tw o  ages b u t n o  specifics ab o u t th e  battles am ong  
th e  Elves to  reg a in  the  th ree  S ilm arils crea ted  b y  Fëanor, m ig h tiest of th e  E ldar. 
T hey  are a llu d ed  to  on ly  briefly , as w h en  Sam  G am gee, of all characters, 
m en tio n s th e  ta le  of Beren tak in g  from  M orgo th  th e  S ilm aril th a t w as to  com e to 
E arend il (IV.8.712). N or does one h e a r of M o rg o th 's  obsession w ith  g e ttin g  the 
jew els, o r of th e  b itte r in te rnec ine  battles am o n g  th e  Elves to  possess them .
A s im p lied  a lready , th a t The Lord o f the Rings is n o t a h a p p y  sto ry  is 
h a rd ly  new s. R u m in a tin g  on  som e of the n o v e l's  C h ris tian  im plications, A nna 
M ath ie  calls its conclusion  "o n e  of lite ra tu re 's  sad d es t h a p p y  end ings. T olkien 
m ak es u s  savor th e  b itte rsw eet, for he  know s (like G andalf) th a t 'n o t  all tears 
are  an  ev il'" (10). Indeed , m u ch  of th e  n o v e l's  n a rra tiv e  d rive  an d  em otional 
p o w er com es from  th e  charac te rs ' w o rk  to achieve a v ic to ry  (the d es truc tion  of 
th e  O ne R ing) th a t th ey  k n o w  w ill b rin g  th e ir w o rld 's  dem ise. Loss of races, of 
in d iv id u a ls , of an  age of the  w o rld  is inev itab le , b u t th e  m an n e r in  w h ich  the 
collective loss o ccu rs—the  ending th a t b rin g s ab o u t th e  lo s s—is th e  goal over 
w h ich  the  characters con tend . O ne op tio n  is the e n d in g  of th e  T h ird  A ge in  a 
Shadow : a pa ll of darkness, sm oke, an d  slavery . T he o th er o p tion  is u ltim ate ly  
m ore  p leasan t, p erh ap s , b u t no  less p e rm an en t, th ro u g h  a qu ie ter fu lfillm en t of 
Ilu v a ta r 's  design: th e  exodus of th e  Elves; the  d im in u tio n  a n d  even tua l 
extinction  of the  D w arves, th e  H obbits , a n d  th e  m ag ical creatures; an d  the  ascent 
of H u m an k in d . The characters strugg le  aga in s t th e  one e n d in g  an d  
acknow ledge yet still res is t th e  o ther, even  as w e, as readers, res is t it (resist it so 
m uch , in  fact, th a t n e w  books by  P ro fesso r T olkien  co n tinued  to  be  p u b lish ed  
m ore  th a n  40 years  after h is  death). Yet the  sadness of en d in g s in  The Lord o f the 
Rings is coup led  w ith  an o th e r sa d n e s s—th a t of not end ing , th a t of life. T h a t of, 
in  m an y  cases, im m orta lity .3 The re a d e r 's  acceptance of im m o rta lity  as true is 
in teg ra l to  th e  n o v e l's  th em es of loss a n d  self-sacrifice. T hat sense of tru th  is
3 Readers and scholars (not always the same group) long have recognized how integral 
the Life/Death and Immortality/Mortality oppositions are to The Lord of the Rings. By 1968, 
Hugh T. Keenan had written that the novel's "major appeal [...] grows from its underlying 
and pervasive presentation of the basic struggle of Life against Death" (62), and tens, 
perhaps scores of subsequent essays and books have acknowledged the theme. As 
discussed in the present essay, however, the relationship between life and death is neither 
as simple nor as obvious as Life = Good and Death = Bad.
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in itia ted  a n d  re in fo rced  constan tly  th ro u g h  th e  allusive backsto ry  th a t 
com prises a m ajo rity  of th e  n o v e l's  fan tasy  fram e.
So far as w e know , Homo sapiens is th e  on ly  crea tu re  w ith  aw areness of 
its o w n  m o rta lity  an d  a concom itan t ability, p e rh a p s  even  com pulsion , to 
specu la te  ab o u t it. T he leg en d  of th e  "e lep h an t g rav ey ard "  m a y  h av e  som e basis 
in  fact, cats d ra g  them selves off to  h id d e n  places to  die, a n d  ev ery  an im al 
re sp o n d s  instinc tive ly  to life -th rea ten ing  stim uli. B ut w e are  d ifferent. Even very  
sm all ch ild ren  can k n o w  in te llec tually  th a t so m ed ay  th ey  w ill die. R egardless, 
even  w hile  facing o u r o w n  deaths , even  w h ile  b u rd e n e d  w ith  sadness an d  
anx iety  p ro d u ced  b y  o u r kn o w led g e  of th e ir inev itab ility , w e con tinue  to  w ork, 
to  strive, to create. A s exp ressed  b y  n ove lis t R obert C harles W ilson, "[W ]e know  
th a t o u r lives are  in sane ly  b rie f in  te rm s of geological tim e, th a t th e  p lace w e live 
is inconceivably  tin y  in  cosm ological term s. Yet w e still find  m ean in g  in  o u r 
d a ily  existence an d  qu ite  rig h tly  so" (qtd. in  M u rp h y , 218). Indeed , T olkien 
w rites  in  h is  essay  "O n  F airy-sto ries" th a t one of th e  p rim a ry  appea ls  of fan tastic  
lite ra tu re  is " th e  o ld es t an d  deep est desire, the  G reat Escape: th e  Escape from  
D eath" (74). Such escape is show n  th ro u g h  th e  various im m orta ls in  T o lk ien 's 
w orks. H ow ever, th a t life and d e a th - im m o r ta l i ty  as w ell as m o r ta l i ty - c a r ry  
b o th  b u rd e n s  a n d  joys is a consisten t them e in  The Lord o f the Rings, speak ing  to 
th e  u n iq u e ly  h u m a n  aw areness of th e  transience  of life a n d  consequen t 
inev itab ility  of death .
To fu rth e r explore  th is th em e 's  p a r t  in  the  allusive backsto ry  an d  the 
fan tasy  fram e, w e m ig h t th in k  of The Lord o f the R ings as th ree  texts. F irst is the 
p rim a ry  text: th e  novel itself, th e  w o rd s  on  th e  p age  ("C oncern ing  H obb its ,"  for 
exam ple, as n o ted  earlier). T here  also is th e  intertext, those  w h isp e rs  from  the 
au th o r 's  life experience an d  cu ltu re  th a t h ave  w o rk ed  th e ir w ay  in to  the 
s tru c tu re  of th e  novel (such as in  "C o ncern ing  P ipe-w eed"). F inally , secondary  
tex ts such  as The Silmarillion an d  the  ap p end ices fo llow ing  The Return o f the King 
exem plify  th e  paratext: m ate ria l re la tin g  to  th e  p rim a ry  tex t b u t n o t in c lu d ed  
w ith in  it. T his category  inc ludes also T o lk ien 's  letters, o ther re co rd ed  com m ents, 
an d  persona l recollections of h is  w o rd s  from  those  w h o  k n ew  h im .4
4 Film adaptations of The Lord of the Rings present a paratextual conundrum. Individually 
and collectively, Ralph Bakshi's 1978 animated The Lord of the Rings, the Rankin/Bass 
animated The Return of the King (1980), and of course Peter Jackson's three-film series 
(2001-2003) have created reaction in millions of people who had or then did read Tolkien's 
novel. However, it could be argued that the films are not paratexts of Tolkien's work, but 
alternate texts—replacements—that millions of other people read instead of the novel. 
Does this situation, then, make Tolkien's novel a paratext of the films? Given the many, 
varied, conflicting responses of readers to the films and of viewers to the novel, we are 
satisfied to acknowledge and happy then to dodge this issue, at least for the present.
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For the readers w h o  experiences The Lord o f the Rings w ith o u t benefit of 
th e  in te r- o r para tex ts , th e  various deg rees of m o rta lity  are  u n d efin ed , b u t the 
charac te rs ' re la tio n sh ip s to  life an d  death , im m o rta lity  an d  m orta lity , rem ain  
consisten t an d  believab le  v ia  th e  fan tasy  fram e a n d  its a llusive backstory .
To s ta rt a t th e  start, as it w ere: it is d ifficult to  say  h o w  m a n y  read ers  
m u ch  a tten d  to  th e  ep ig rap h ica l p o em  th a t faces the  co py righ t page. She o r he  
w h o  read s  it finds in  its e ig h t lines an em p h asis  on  rin g s an d  S hadow s, a long 
w ith  a single reference to "M orta l M en  do o m ed  to  d ie" (LotR  frontisp iece). The 
p o em  says n o th in g  im m ed ia te ly  explicable, b u t it p rac tica lly  reso n a tes  w ith  the 
feeling  th a t som eth ing  is am iss. Sim ilarly, the  P ro logue does n o t specify  po w ers 
b ey o n d  th e  m u n d a n e  an d  E arth ly , m ere ly  im p ly in g  th e ir existence, vaguely, 
th ro u g h  its references to  W iza rds a n d  to  B ilbo 's f in d in g  of " th e  m arve llous ring" 
(Prologue.12). F u rther, quick  references such  as to  "E lves of th e  H ig h  K ind red"  
(Prologue.7); th e  Second, T h ird , an d  F ou rth  A ges; an d  " th e  E lder D ays" 
(Prologue.15) tease th e  re ad e r w ith  h in ts  of a n tiq u ity —p articu la rly  a m en tio n  of 
"[t]h ree  E lf-tow ers of im m em oria l age" (P ro logue.7 )—b u t p ro v id e  no  
clarification of tim espan . The P ro logue b riefly  m en tio n s G andalf, E lrond, 
A rw en , Sauron, C eleborn , a n d  G alad rie l b u t says n o th in g  of th e ir im m orta lity  
u n til th e  final sentence, n o tin g  th a t on  th e  u n k n o w n  d a y  C eleborn  " so u g h t the 
G rey  H avens, [...] w ith  h im  w en t th e  last liv ing  m em o ry  of th e  E lder D ays of 
M id d le -ea rth "  (Prologue.15-16).
F u rth e r suggestion  of u n u su a l re la tio n sh ip s to  m o rta lity  is n o t lo n g  in 
com ing: im m ed ia te ly  in  th e  n o v e l's  first p ro p e r chapter, the H obb its ' 
m u rm u rin g s  ab o u t B ilbo 's "p ro lo n g ed  v igou r" (I.1.21) set th e  m a tte r  of ag ing  
(or no t) r ig h t in  fro n t of th e  reader, as does B ilbo 's com p lain t of feeling  h is  g rea t 
age, "like b u tte r  th a t h a s  been  sc rap ed  over too m u c h  b read . T hat c an 't be  righ t"  
(I.1.32). In d e e d  not, an d  th e  read e r soon en o u g h  listens w ith  F rodo  to  G an d alf 's  
descrip tion  of "T he S hadow  of the  Past,"  in c lu d in g  th e  s ta tem en t th a t th e  ring  
"w o u ld  u tte r ly  overcom e anyone  of m o rta l race w h o  p ossessed  it" (I.2.46). 
G an d a lf 's  w arn in g  con ta ins th e  first u se  of th e  w o rd  "m o rta l"  since the 
ep ig raph , an d  the  specification  "an y o n e  of m o rta l race" is th e  firs t confirm ation  
of w h a t th e  ep ig rap h  an d  th e  descrip tion  of C e lebo rn 's  d e p a rtu re  im ply: there  
are  explicitly  m o rta l races, a fact from  w h ich  the  read e r m a y  in fer th e re  also are 
explicitly  im m ortal races, an  inference th e  novel soon  a n d  rep ea ted ly  confirm s 
b u t se ld o m —a n d  nev er th o ro u g h ly —explains.
5 From this point forward, unless indicated otherwise, all references to "the reader" signify 
one who encounters The Lord of the Rings without having read The Silmarillion, Unfinished 
Tales, Tolkien's Letters, The History of Middle-earth, or scholarship thereon. Whether our 
straw reader has read The Hobbit or seen any of the Tolkien-based films is open to 
interpretation.
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D esp ite  the  h ig h  p rice  of im m o rta lity  as G an d alf exp la ins to  F rodo, 
m o rta l c rea tu res con tinue  to  y ea rn  for it, b u t in  M id d le -ea rth  such  y ea rn in g  is 
con tra ry  to  w isdom . T he poste r-ch ild ren  of im m orta l m o rta ls  are th e  N azg ú l, 
th e  n in e  m o rta l m en  to  w h o m  S auron  gave  G rea t R ings. "L ong  ago" b o th  g rea tly  
em p o w ered  b y  a n d  hope lessly  yoked  to  th e ir rings, e n sn a red  a n d  d o m in a ted  by  
th e  rin g s ' creator (I.2.51), th ey  are them selves incorporeal, g iven  shape  b y  the ir 
garm en ts, physica l sigh t by  th e ir m oun ts, b u t " a t all tim es [sm elling] th e  b lood  
of liv ing  th ings, desirin g  an d  h a tin g  it" (I.11.189). T hey  hav e  ach ieved  po ten tia l 
im m o rta lity  b u t in  th e  process h ave  b een  consum ed  b y  an d  enslaved  to  w h a t 
T olkien  calls th e  S hadow . Evil is im m orta l, an d  im m orta lity , for n a tu ra lly  m orta l 
c reatures, is evil.6
T he backsto ry  th u s  p resen ts  a paradox : life is im p o rtan t a n d  valuab le , 
a long  life is a th in g  to  be  rev ered  an d  celebrated,7 yet th e  longer th e  life, also the 
g rea te r th e  sorrow . T his p a rad o x  is v isib le m o s t clearly  in th e  Elves. T heirs is "a  
fair tale, th o u g h  it is sad ," as A rag o rn  says of T inú v ie l's  sto ry  (1.11.191), an d  
E lvish  p resence  in  th e  allusive backsto ry  con tribu tes g rea tly  to  th e  n o v e l's  
a tm o sp h ere  of believability , of loss th a t feels true.
T he read e r 's  first sign ifican t exposu re  to  the  E lves is in  th e  P ro lo g u e 's  
final lines, th e  descrip tion  of C e lebo rn 's  d ep a rtu re  from  M id d le-ea rth  (15-16), 
an d  th e  tinge  of sadness to  th a t passage  pers is ts  th ro u g h o u t th e  novel, from  the 
observation  of E lves "p a ss in g  w estw a rd  th ro u g h  th e  [Shire's] w o o d s in  the 
even ing , p ass in g  a n d  n o t re tu rn in g "  (I.2.43), to  the  p o ig n an t b eau ty  of C erin  
A m ro th  in  L othlorien , essen tia lly  an  is lan d  of th e  E lder D ays su rro u n d e d  by  the
6 Tolkien's assumption is that H um ans—and Hobbits, and Dwarves, and the vast majority 
of other earthly creatures—are not made for immortality, either physically or emotionally. 
To put it another way, they are not meant to be immortal, a situation appropriate for (and, 
one might assert, appropriated from) the author's Christianity. Regardless of the 
completeness of Tolkien's myth-making (and as illustrated repeatedly in  the present 
discussion) its theologism is not entirely disassociated from the intertextual influences of 
Tolkien's Catholic faith nor from his philological profession. Richard J. Whitt writes that 
The Silmarillion evinces "the harmonization between notions of Germanic fate" — 
expressed in  Anglo-Saxon culture through the Old English w ord dom—"and Christian 
Divine Providence" (116). We w ould argue that this intersection of concepts—the Divine 
dom, one might say—is present throughout The Lord of the Rings, as well. The novel hints 
several times at a greater power, of unknown nature, lying ultimately behind the events 
of the world. For example, when relating the curious circumstances by which Bilbo came 
into possession of the One Ring, Gandalf says to Frodo, "I can put it no plainer than by 
saying that Bilbo was meant to find the Ring, and not by its maker. In w hich case you also 
were meant to have it. And that may be an encouraging thought" (I.2.56).
7 For example, witness the honor accorded to Bilbo at Rivendell; although all the Elves 
who surround him are almost unimaginably older than him, they treat him w ith respect 
precisely because of his relatively long life.
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h arsh n ess  an d  cold v io lence of th e  p re sen t (II.6.349-51), an d  beyond . U nlike 
H u m a n s  w ho  receive im m o rta lity  th ro u g h  th e  G rea t R ings, th e  Elves do  n o t 
m ere ly  "con tinue": th ey  rem ain  d ynam ic  forever. Yet th e ir u n flag g in g  v ita lity  
b rin g s  th em  n o t on ly  joy.
W hile  th e  Elves are  m ore  in te rested  in  them selves th an  in  the o ther 
ra c e s—as ind ica ted , am o n g  o th er exam ples, b y  L in d ir 's  confession th a t "M ortals 
h av e  n o t b een  o u r s tu d y "  (II.1.237)—th e  w ises t a n d  b es t of th em  are  deep ly  
concerned  ab o u t the  fu tu re  of M id d le -ea rth  as a w ho le  an d  ab o u t th e  fates of the 
o th er races. E lrond , G aladriel, C eleborn , G lorfindel, G ildo r (to a lesser extent) — 
Legolas, of co u rse—all do  the ir b es t to  h e lp  th e  R ing-bearer a n d  h is com pany  
an d  to  d efea t th e  evil of Sauron. T hey  do  th is even  k n o w in g  th a t reg ard less  of 
th e  outcom e, th ey  them selves w ill be lessened  b y  th e  R ing 's  destruction , as their 
m ag ic  fades an d  th ey  are  com pelled  to  leave M idd le -ea rth . F rodo  w itnesses  th is 
self-sacrifice f irs th an d  w h en  he  offers th e  O ne R ing  to  G aladriel. The R ing  gives 
h e r  the o p p o rtu n ity  for b eau ty , terror, an d  p o w er b ey o n d  m easu re , b u t after a 
long  m o m en t's  considera tion , she refuses: " 'I  p ass  th e  tes t,' she said. 'I  w ill 
d im in ish , a n d  go in to  th e  W est, a n d  rem ain  G alad rie l'"  (II.7.366). G alad rie l h as 
w illing ly  fo rfeited  a chance th a t w ill n ev er com e again , one for w h ich  som e o th er 
characters w o u ld  kill (and  do  die). H e r self-consolation  of h a v in g  "pass[ed] the 
test,"  of rem ain in g  tru e  to  h erse lf a n d  th e reb y  com m itting  to  an  u n e n d in g  fu tu re  
of s im ply  w a tch ing  th e  w o rld  p ro g ress  w h ile  she herse lf declines, is b o th  noble 
an d  sad. L egolas m o s t c learly  exp la ins w h a t im m orta lity  m e a n s  to  th e  E lves and  
th e ir v iew  of th e  re s t of th e  w orld :
For the Elves the w orld  moves, and it m oves both  very swift and very 
slow. Swift, because they them selves change little, and all else fleets by: 
it is a grief to them . Slow, because they do no t count the running  years, 
no t for themselves. The passing seasons are bu t ripples ever repeated in 
the long stream. Yet beneath the Sun all things m ust w ear to  an end at 
last. (II.9.388)
L ego las 's  sta tem en t is th e  m o s t d irec t a llusion  to  im m o rta lity 's  p rob lem atic  
n a tu re  as w oven  th ro u g h  th e  backstory . A s im m orta ls, th e  Elves w ill n ev er be 
sp a red  th e  sadness or the  p a in  of seeing  the  decline or dea th  of an y  m o rta l 
p e rso n  or w o rld ly  th ing . T hey  w ill w itness  it all, w h e th e r th ey  w an t to  o r not, 
w h ile  H u m a n s  an d  H obb its  an d  o th er races com e an d  go.
Ironically , w h ile  " th e  g ift of Ilu v a ta r"  (Silmarillion 42) is one the  Elves 
canno t receive, th e  allusive backsto ry  consisten tly  rem in d s  the  read e r th a t dea th  
also is the  g ift th a t no  m o rta l race appreciates . The faux im m orta lity  besto w ed  
b y  th e  G reat R ings, as n o ted , is a to rm en t, an d  th e  U n d y in g  L ands are  o u t of
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reach .8 E ven for the  r in g b e a re rs—to w h o m  A rw en , h av in g  chosen m o rta lity  for 
herself, g ives h e r  p lace for passage  (LoTR  VI.6.974-75)9—th e  U n d y in g  L ands are 
little  m o re  th a n  a p lace to  die: F rodo  is p lag u ed  w ith  hea lth  p rob lem s bo th  
physica l a n d  sp iritu a l fo llow ing  th e  W ar of th e  R ing. H e  com m ents before 
leav ing  M idd le-E arth , " 'I  am  w o u n d ed , [...] w o u n d ed ; it w ill n ev er rea lly  heal'"  
(VI.9.1025).
N o th in g  in  th e  d iscussion  of m o rta lity  a n d  im m orta lity  so fa r req u ires  
th e  re a d e r 's  fam iliarity  w ith  e ither in te r- o r p a ra tex tu a l m ateria ls . E lem ents of 
th e  allusive backsto ry  a p p ea r so freq u en tly  th a t th ey  carry  th e  read e r a long  the 
paths , th ro u g h  th e  tunnels, an d  over the  m o u n ta in s  of th e  novel w ith o u t 
difficulty: u n ex p la in ed  references to  m a tte rs  n o t p re sen t in  the p rim a ry  tex t 
coalesce in to  a vague b u t o m n ip re sen t im pression  of a h is to ry  a n d  rea lity  ly ing  
b e h in d  the  story, in c lu d in g  the respective  a n d  d iffering  positions of H obbits , 
Elves, etc. re la tive to  death . H ow ever, th e  d ifferences be tw een  th e  races ' 
re la tio n sh ip s to  m o rta lity  becom e even  clearer u p o n  recogn ition  th a t som e 
e lem en ts in  th e  backsto ry  are  roo ted  in  th e  d is tinc tly  C h ris tian  in te rtex t w ith in  
w h ich  T olkien  lived  an d  w o rk e d .10
T he fram e 's  C h ris tian  a llu sions (no t allegories) m irro r a w o rld  after the 
C reation  a n d  th e  Fall b u t w ith  the  p o ten tia l for redem p tion . F u rther, th e  fram e 's  
descrip tions of d ifferences am o n g  the  charac te rs ' po sitions a n d  re la tio n sh ip s to 
m o rta lity  are  consisten t w ith  a concept th a t h as fallen  from  in te llec tual favor 
over th e  p a s t couple of cen tu ries (or, as P ro fesso r T olkien  m ig h t say, "recen tly"): 
th e  G reat C hain  of Being, a theological a ssu m p tio n  in  w este rn  though t, a n d  a 
tool frequen tly  w ie ld ed  by  those  in  p o w er to  a ttem p t p rese rv a tio n  of the 
sociopolitical s ta tu s  quo, from  ancien t G reece a n d  R om e th ro u g h  the  e igh teen th  
cen tury . T he connection  of M id d le -ea rth 's  racial h ie ra rch y  to  th e  G rea t C hain  
h a s  been  n o ticed  before: Jane  C hance, for exam ple, in  h e r  e legan t s tu d y  of 
Tolkien's A rt, suggests th a t th e  joy exp ressed  b y  T om  B om badil an d  G oldberry  
stem s from  " th e ir  ro le in  N atu re[, w hich] involves th e  m a in ten an ce  of the 
ex is ting  o rd e r"  (156). C hance also observes th a t if the  C hris tian  G reat C h a in 's
8 The Nú menoreans who seek the Blessed Realm cannot find it (Silmarillion 281), and even 
if they could, they "would but wither and grow weary the sooner, as moths in  a light too 
strong and steadfast" (Silmarillion 264).
9 Nancy Enright implies that Arwen's choice is emblematic of the Elves' contribution as a 
people to the continued existence of Middle-earth, "a bridge between the Third Age and 
the Fourth [...] embod[ying] in  her loss the sacrifice the Elves, in  general, willingly endure 
[...] w ith the destruction of the Ring" (98). As noted earlier, the contribution of the Elves— 
like the choice of A rwen—is fraught.
10 That Tolkien's faith influenced his works (and his views of others' works) has been 
variously noted, for example recently by Thomas Kullman and Philip Irving Mitchell, 
respectively.
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links are  of love, " th en  ha te  a n d  en v y  an d  p rid e  an d  avarice b in d  to ge ther the 
h ie ra rch y  of species u n d e r  the  aegis of th e  O ne R ing  of S auron  th e  fallen  [M aia]" 
(151). H ow ever, th e  connections of th e  G reat C hain  to  T o lk ien 's  them es of 
m o rta lity  a n d  loss an d  to the  in teg ra l ro le of the  allusive backsto ry  in  th e  fan tasy  
fram e h ave  b een  less th a n  th o ro u g h ly  described .
A .O. L ovejoy 's sem inal w ork  The Great Chain o f Being p ro v id es an  
exhaustive  exp lo ra tion  of its orig ins. In  sum m ary , th e  G rea t C hain  is
the conception of the universe as [...] an infinite num ber of links ranging 
in  hierarchal order from  the m eagerest k ind  of existents, w hich barely 
escape non-existence, th rough  "every possible" grade up  to  the ens 
perfectissimum—or, in  a som ewhat m ore orthodox version, to the highest 
possible k ind of creature, betw een w hich and  [God] the disparity  was 
assum ed to be infinite. (59)
In  th e  h ierarchy , G od is a t the  top , fo llow ed b y  sp iritua l beings, th en  m orta ls, 
an d  all o th er crea tu res in  d escen d in g  o rder. Lovejoy also exp lores th e  m ed ieval 
concep t of p len titu d e , " th a t th e  ex ten t a n d  ab u n d an ce  of th e  creation  m u s t be 
g rea t as th e  possib ility  of existence an d  com m ensu ra te  w ith  th e  p roduc tive  
capacity  of a 'p e rfec t' an d  inexhaustib le  Source, a n d  th a t th e  w o rld  is the  better, 
th e  m ore  th in g s it con ta ins" (52). In  th is v iew , th e  p len titu d e  cam e w ith  the 
creation . A s d escribed  by  Lovejoy, th e  concepts of p le n titu d e  a n d  th e  C hain  
su g g est the  g rea t v a rie ty  in  T o lk ien 's  w o rld  an d  th e  characters ' re la tio n sh ip s to 
each  o th er a n d  to  m orta lity . In  The Lord o f the Rings, th e re  is p la in ly  an  existential, 
p e rh a p s  even  a m oral, h ierarchy . It is clear th a t W izards, Elves, D w arves, 
H obbits , H u m an s, O rcs, a n d  the  various o th er crea tu res g lim p sed  or 
m e n tio n e d —Ents, th e  Balrog, T om  B om badil, an d  so fo rth  — are n o t all c reated  
equal. The lifespans, physica l a n d  sp iritua l capabilities, even  the  social 
s tru c tu res  of each type  of b e in g  can be  seen as re lev an t to, ap p ro p ria te  for, or 
s tem m ing  from  its link  in  th e  M id d le -ea rth  C h a in .11
11 That a people's relationship to mortality is connected to their sociocultural or political 
status is right in  line w ith the Great Chain of Being: a creature higher on the Chain is closer 
to immortality and privileged over one that is lower on the Chain and thereby farther from 
immortality. Dominic J. Nardi, exploring the various sociopolitical structures of Middle- 
earth, implies that the Elves' immortality alters their perspective on the need for 
immediacy and certainty in  decision-making (118-119). Nardi observes also that "Elven 
leaders are highly consensual" in their process of decision-making (118-119), this despite 
the fact that the Elves—as well as every other culture in  M iddle-earth—do not have a 
politically democratic society. That the Elves, immortal, are able to have, in essence, the 
best of both sociopolitical w orlds—strong centralized leadership that nonetheless seeks 
and values consensus—is congruent w ith the concept of the existential hierarchy: it 
follows that creatures high on the chain w ould be more spiritual and  accordingly less
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inclined to conflict, be it military or political, than creatures lower on the chain. For 
example, Nardi notes multiple times that Isengard and Mordor, both of which are 
populated in large part by the very-mortal Orcs, have highly authoritarian, even 
totalitarian political structures (109-110, 116-118).
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A n o ther in te rtex tu a l in fluence on  the  allu sive  backsto ry  of T o lk ien 's 
w o rld  m a y  be  fo u n d  in  The Discarded Image, w ritten  b y  T o lk ien 's fr ien d  an d  
fellow  Ink ling , C.S. Lew is. L ew is ou tlines a "sy stem  of belief" th a t d o m in a ted  
th o u g h t in  th e  M id d le  A ges, a m ed ieva l m o d e l for th e  g rea t design. In c lu d ed  in 
th is design  are  th e  longaevi, th e  sp irits  of p lace in  w o o d  a n d  g lade. U nlike 
H u m an s, th ey  are  " lo n g  livers":
[I]f w e call them  'supernatu ra l' w e m ust be clear in  w hat w e m ean. Their 
life is, in  one sense, more 'n a tu ra l' — stronger, m ore reckless, less inhibited, 
m ore trium phantly  and im penitently passionate—th an  ours. They are 
liberated bo th  from  the beast's perpetual slavery to nutrition, self­
protection, and procreation, and also from  the responsibility, shame, 
scruples and melancholy of Man. Perhaps also from  death  [...]. (133-34)
T he longaevi as d escribed  by  L ew is certa in ly  resem ble beings inhab iting  
T o lk ien 's  creation: lin k ed  closely w ith  th e  n a tu ra l w orld , s trong  a n d  strange  to 
th e  m o rta ls  w ho  see them , w ith  perspectives reflective of th e ir  re la tio n sh ip s to 
tim e.
V arious longaevi in h ab it M idd le -ea rth . For exam ple, th e  love of trees 
ru n s  th ro u g h  b o th  th e  p rim a ry  a n d  pa ra tex ts  of The Lord o f the R ings .12 T rees are 
th e  very  sym bols of life: th e  w h ite  trees of N ú m enor, d ead  a n d  th en  re in carn a ted  
from  a seed ling  a t th e  en d  of The Return o f the King, reflect trees ' im portance  in  
T o lk ien 's  w ork , as do  th e  g rea t M allo rn  trees of L orién. So it seem s 
u n d e rs tan d ab le  th a t T olkien  w o u ld  inc lude  th em  in  som e w ay  am o n g  the 
longaevi. C onsider, for exam ple, the  O ld  Forest, th ro u g h  w h ich  F rodo, Sam, 
M erry , an d  P ip p in  w a n d e r—an d  in  w h ich  th ey  p ro m p tly  becom e lo s t—d u rin g  
th e ir fligh t from  th e  Shire. T hey  take  to  th e  O ld  F orest to  escape detec tion  b y  the 
Black R iders, b u t as o ld  a n d  as po w erfu l as S au ro n 's  agen ts m ig h t be, th ey  are 
scarcely  s tronger o r m ore  te rrify ing  th a n  the  longaevus O ld  M an  W illow  in  h is 
ho m e territo ry . A n d  th e  "O ld "  in  b o th  "O ld  M an  W illow " an d  "O ld  F orest" is a 
m o s t ap p ro p ria te  adjective, as the  H obb its  lea rn  from  listen ing  to  B om badil's  
tales: "It w as n o t called  th e  O ld  F orest w ith o u t reason , for it w as in d eed  ancient, 
a su rv iv o r of vast fo rgo tten  w oods; an d  in  it th e re  lived  yet, ageing  n o  qu icker 
th a n  the  hills, th e  fa thers of th e  fa thers of trees, rem em b erin g  tim es w h en  th ey
12 In a letter to his publisher, Tolkien writes, "I am (obviously) much in  love w ith plants 
and above all trees, and always have been; and I find hum an maltreatment of them as hard 
to bear as some find ill-treatment of animals" (Letters 220).
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w ere  lo rd s"  (LotR  I.17130).13 T he descrip tion  of the  liv ing, sen tien t trees, p in in g  
(no p u n  in ten d ed ) for th e  past, reveals an  ad d itio n a l e lem en t of b o th  w o n d er 
an d  sadness in  th e  backstory . T his e lem en t re ap p ea rs  th ro u g h  M erry  an d  
P ip p in 's  en coun te rs  in  F an g o rn  Forest, especially  th e  revela tion  of the  fru itless 
search  for th e  E n tw ives (III.4.472).
Both the  O ld  F orest an d  F an g o rn  F orest a re  ancient, all b u t p rim ord ia l, 
an d  in  each resides one of p e rh a p s  th e  m o s t anc ien t be ings in  M idd le-E arth . 
G an d alf rem ark s  m u ltip le  tim es on  T reeb ea rd 's  g rea t age a n d  says qu ite  
explicitly  to  T heo d en  th a t "w h en  you  speak  w ith  [Treebeard] you  w ill h e a r the 
speech  of th e  o ld es t of all liv ing  th ings" (III.8.558). Yet T om  B om badil, ano ther 
longaevus an d  a d en izen  of th e  O ld  Forest, w h en  asked  b y  F rodo , "W ho  are 
you?" replies: "E ldest, th a t 's  w h a t I am . [...] T om  rem em bers th e  first ra in d ro p  
an d  th e  first acorn. [...] W hen  th e  Elves p assed  w estw ard , T om  w as h ere  already , 
before  th e  seas w ere  ben t. H e k n ew  the  d a rk  u n d e r  th e  stars w h en  it w as 
fe a r le s s -b e fo re  th e  D ark  L o rd  cam e from  O u tsid e"  (I.7.131). F u rther, E lrond  
says of B om badil th a t even  in  ancien t tim es h e  w as "o ld e r th an  th e  o ld ." In  th a t 
g rea t past, says E lrond, "Ia rw ain  B en-adar w e called  h im , o ldest a n d  fatherless" 
(II.2.265).
T hese sim ilar descrip tions of d ifferen t be ings tee ter on  the edge  of 
con trad ic tion  b u t are  saved  b y  th e  sam e am b ig u ity  from  w hich  th ey  em erge: one 
m ig h t arg u e  th a t T reebeard  is, in  fact, th e  o ld es t crea tu re  alive, a n d  th a t 
B om badil, a lth o u g h  o lder, is n o t tru ly  a living  th ing: desp ite , for exam ple, J.E.A. 
T y ler's  descrip tion  of B om badil as "e ld est of all liv ing  crea tu res in  M idd le- 
ea rth ,"  n o w h ere  in  The Lord o f the Rings are th e  adjectives " liv ing" or "alive" 
ap p lied  to  Tom . L in  C arte r describes B om badil as a m em ber of n o n e  of the 
sen tien t races, ra th e r " th e  em b o d im en t of u tte r  goo d n ess"  (47), an d  T om  
S h ippey  asserts  tha t, as revea led  in  a p iece of T o lk ien 's  co rrespondence, 
B om badil "w as from  h is  first conception  a genius loci, a 'sp ir it of th e  p lace '"; 
S h ippey  calls B om badil "a  k in d  of exhala tion  of th e  earth , a n a tu re -sp irit"  (63­
64), a descrip tion  rem in iscen t of th e  longaevi. O ne also m ig h t p ro p o se  th a t if, as 
it seem s, b o th  B om badil a n d  T reeb eard  are  of the  longaevi, p a r t  of th e  o rig inal 
c reation  th a t p reced ed  th e  C h ild ren  of Iluvatar, n e ith e r is o ld er th a n  th e  o ther. 
R egard less of o n e 's  specu la tion  of choice, th is a n d  th e  o ther m in i-p u zz les  an d
13 Paratextually, The Silmarillion makes known that the Valar modeled Middle-earth after 
the original creation and, after they had "brought order to the sea and the lands and the 
mountains," the Vala Yavanna "planted at last the seeds that she had long devised," from 
which ultimately came all plants (35). The reader, though, need not know of Yavanna to 
perceive that some trees are characterized as especially sentient. They have seen the other 
races of the world come (and some go), yet they themselves have remained, not only as a 
deathless species, but in  many cases as ageless individuals, subject to death only through 
injury.
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m yste ries  w ith  w h ich  th e  allusive backsto ry  teases th e  read e r do  n o t ha rm , b u t 
enhance  the  n o v e l's  a tm o sp h ere  of believab ility  o r feeling  of tru th .
T he T reebeard /B om bad il conflation  n o tw ith s tan d in g , bo th  th e  E nts 
an d  O ld  T om  p ro v id e  som e sub tle  em o tiona l lift to  The Lord o f the Rings. The 
allusive backsto ry  rep ea ted ly  suggests th e  im portance  of acknow ledg ing  
perspective, such  as th e  E lves' v iew  of m o rta lity  a n d  tim e, as to ld  by  Legolas. 
T his im portance  is su ggested  again  w h en  O ld  K ing  T heoden  expresses 
am azem en t a t h is  firs t sigh t of Ents. H e  believed  th em  to  be n o th in g  m ore  th an  
fa iry -ta le  creatures, b u t G an d a lf sets h im  straigh t: "[To] th em  you  are  b u t the 
p ass in g  tale; all th e  years from  Eorl the  Y oung to  T heoden  the  O ld  are  of little 
co u n t to them ; a n d  all the  deeds of y o u r h o u se  b u t a sm all m a tte r"  (III.8.549). 
W h en  m easu red  aga in s t lives so incred ib ly  long, th e  g rea t p ro b lem s an d  
d read fu l squabb les of th e  p re sen t seem  n o t qu ite  so g rea t o r d re a d fu l—they  
seem , p erh ap s , m ore  m anageable .
C om bin ing  th e  p rim a ry  tex t w ith  th e  in te rtex t and th e  p a ra tex t resu lts  
in  an  even  m ore  de ta iled  p ic tu re  of im m o rta lity  a n d  m o rta lity  am o n g  the 
characters in  T o lk ien 's  m ythos. The Silmarillion p ro v id es  the  genesis of Ea, the 
m ate ria l w orld , an d  M idd le-ea rth . T he C reator, Iluvatar, calls h is  A in u r—to 
w h o m  T olkien  refers as " th e  angelical F irst-crea ted" (Letters 202) — to h im  to  sing  
th e  m u sic  of creation. E xperiencing  a v ision  of c rea tion 's  p rogression , inc lu d in g  
th e  com ing  of " th e  C h ild ren  of Ilu v a ta r"  (Elves, th en  la ter H u m an k in d ), m an y  
of th e  A inur, b o th  V alar an d  M aiar, express the ir love an d  desire  for Ea as the ir 
hom e. To b e tte r com m unicate  w ith  a n d  asp irin g  to  g u id e  I lu v a ta r 's  C hildren , 
these  A in u r "took  to  them selves shape  an d  h u e"  (Silmarillion 21). Since the  A inu r 
an d  M aiar are sp iritu a l be ings w ho  h av e  tak en  physica l shape, one m a y  assum e 
th ey  are tru e  im m orta ls. For exam ple, w h en  d efea ted  in  th e  g rea t ba ttle  th a t en d s 
th e  F irst A ge, th e  A inu  M orgo th  does n o t d ie  in  th e  u su a l sense, n o r does Sauron, 
a M aia an d  successor to  M orgo th . T he read e r of The Silmarillion learn s th a t 
M orgo th  is cap tu red , b o u n d , an d  b y  th e  V alar " th ru s t th o u g h  th e  D oor of N ig h t 
b ey o n d  the W alls of th e  W orld , in to  th e  T im eless V oid" (254). O f S au ro n 's  
passing , G an d alf a t "T he L ast D ebate" says th a t w ith  th e  loss of th e  R ing, "he  
w ill be  m a im ed  for ever, becom ing  a m ere  sp irit of m alice  th a t g n aw s itself in 
th e  shadow s, b u t canno t aga in  g ro w  o r take  shape" (V.9.879), a descrip tion  
sim ilar to  M o rg o th 's  end .
T he longaevi, less sp iritu a l an d  m ore  physica l th an  th e  A inur, can die 
b u t o therw ise  are  functionally  im m ortal: th ey  are  subject to  d ea th  on ly  th ro u g h  
in jury . For exam ple, som e of th e  Elves h ave  been  in  M id d le -ea rth  v ery  n early  
since its creation. Yet desp ite  th e ir lim ited  im m orta lity , th e  Elves lay  d o w n  their 
lives in  ba ttle  in  the ir n ig h -in te rm in ab le  w ars  aga in s t each o th er an d  against 
M orgo th  for possession  of th e  S ilm arils, an d  finally  aga in s t Sauron  in  th e  Second 
an d  T h ird  Ages. T he p a ra tex t suggests tha t, u p o n  b e in g  slain, the  Elves go to  a
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p lace w h ere  th ey  stay  u n til the  e n d  of days, T he H alls  of M an d o s (Silmarillion 
28). A s for those  n o t slain, th ro u g h o u t The Lord o f the Rings th e  read e r is 
rem in d ed  often  th a t liv ing  Elves are  leav ing  M idd le -ea rth , sa iling  W est to  the 
U n d y in g  L ands, as th e ir vast epoch  en d s a n d  th e ir significance fades.
To the  read e r of o n ly  The Lord o f the R in g s— and  to  n ea rly  all the  
characters th e re in —th e  n a tu re  of th e  W iza rds is less clear. T he p a ra tex ts  p ro v id e  
m ore  in fo rm ation , calling  th e  W iza rds th e  Istari, sen t from  T he B lessed R ealm  
b y  the  V alar as in te rm ed iaries  to a id  th e  p eo p les  of M id d le -ea rth  in  the  strugg le  
aga in s t S auron  (Silmarillion 299). Unfinished Tales specifies th e  Is ta ri as M aiar 
(411), w ho  for th e ir m ission  am o n g  th e  p eo p les  of M id d le -ea rth  are "c lad  in  
b od ies  as of M en, rea l a n d  n o t feigned , [...] able to h u n g e r  a n d  th irs t an d  be 
sla in" (406). T hey  are, it seem s, im m orta l in  th e  sam e sense as the  Elves: ageless 
(though , u n lik e  th e  Elves, aged-looking) an d  suscep tib le  of b e in g  killed. 
G andalf, for instance, v ia  h is p lu m m et in to  th e  p its  of M oria  w ith  th e  Balrog, 
does in d eed  die: Bill D avis argues p ersu asiv e ly  th a t G an d alf th e  W hite  is n o t a 
resu rrec tion , b u t a re in ca rn a tio n —G an d alf inhab its  a n ew  b o d y  (D avis, location 
2367). S arum an, also of th e  Istari, th e  fallen  h e a d  of th e  W hite  C ouncil, is k illed  
after the S couring  of th e  Shire. B ut h e  is n o  longer S arum an  th e  W hite, h is  pow er 
h a v in g  b een  tak en  aw ay, an d  h is dem ise  ap p ea rs  final: "ab o u t th e  b o d y  of 
S aru m an  a g rey  m is t g a th e red  [...] b u t o u t of th e  W est cam e a cold w ind , an d  it 
b e n t aw ay, a n d  w ith  a sigh d isso lved  in to  n o th in g "  even  as th e  b o d y  itself 
"sh rank , an d  th e  sh rivelled  face becam e rags of sk in  u p o n  a h id eo u s  skull" 
(VI.8.1020). T he on ly  h in t of d iv ine  in terven tion , th e  cold w in d  from  th e  W est, 
does n o t b r in g  S aru m an  back.
Finally , a fter the  tru e  im m orta ls (the A in u r) a n d  th e  functionally  
im m orta l (Elves, o th er longaevi, a n d  th e  W izards), th ere  com e m orta ls, in c lu d in g  
H obb its  a n d  H u m an s. To be sure, som e are  less m orta l th a n  o thers: the 
backsto ry  slow ly  reveals, th ro u g h  th e  accum ulation  of sm all references (II.1.221, 
233, II.2.244, 246, etc.), th a t the  N ú m en o rean s ' d escendan ts, g rea te r th a n  o ther 
H u m an s, co rrespond ing ly  h ave  longer lives. H obb its ' s ta n d a rd  lifespans ap p ea r 
to  exceed those  of m o s t h u m a n s  b u t n o t to  rival those  of the  N u m en o rean s . But 
for an y  of these  m o r ta ls—N u m en o rean , o ther H u m an , o r H o b b it—im m o rta lity  
such  as th a t of th e  Valar, o r even  th e  Elves, is u n a tta inab le . T he N u m en o rean s 
are  to ld  b y  th e  V alar tha t, u p o n  death , h u m a n s  "escape, an d  leave th e  w orld , 
an d  are  n o t b o u n d  to  it, in  h o p e  o r in  w eariness,"  b u t ju s t w here  d ead  h u m an s  
escape to is u n k n o w n  (Silmarillion, 265). A s far as an y  H u m a n  can see, then , 
d ea th  is th e  end.
O n  the  one h an d , T olkien  u ses en d in g s to  signal n e w  beg inn ings, a 
reasonab le  app ro ach  from  one w hose  pro fessional specialty  w as s tu d y  of the 
v arious G erm an ic languages: the  Vdluspa— "T he  W ise W o m an 's  P rophecy" from  
th e  O ld  N orse  text, The Poetic Edda—concludes w ith  th e  P ro p h e t 's  descrip tion  of
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th e  final ba ttle  be tw een  the  g ods an d  the g iants, re su ltin g  in  the  d ea th s  of bo th  
th e  g ian ts a n d  th e  gods, an d  the su b seq u en t reb irth  of the  w orld :
N ow  do I see the earth  anew 
Rise all green from  the w aves again;
[...].
In w ondrous beauty once again
Shall the golden tables stand m id  the grass,
W hich the gods h ad  ow ned in  the days of old,
[...].
M ore fair than  the sun, a hall I see,
Roofed w ith  gold, on Gimle it stands;
There shall the righteous rulers dwell,
A nd happiness ever there shall they have. (stanzas 59-64)
T he clim actic act of th e  W ar of th e  R ing, the d estruc tion  of th e  O ne R ing, m eans 
inev itab ly  th e  e n d  of th e  T h ird  A ge an d  of the  dom inance  of th e  Elves in  M idd le - 
earth ; s im ultaneously , it signals th e  b eg in n in g  of th e  F o u rth  A ge an d  th e  ascent 
of H u m an k in d . G an d alf th e  G rey 's  dea th  in  M oria  p recedes th e  b ir th  of th e  even 
w iser, m ore  po w erfu l G an d alf the  W hite. T he w ith e rin g  of th e  anc ien t T ree of 
G ondor, rep resen tin g  th e  p o w er an d  h ea lth  of th e  k ingdom , m ak es w ay for the 
g ro w th  of a sap ling , a n ew  tree  to  con tinue  th e  rev ered  line (III.6.971-72). M ost 
g ra n d  en d in g s  in  The Lord o f the R ings, as in  th e  Volusá , m ark  the  b eg in n in g  of, 
u ltim ate ly , even  g ra n d e r th ings.
O n  th e  o th er h an d , especially  on  th e  perso n a l level, en d ings are ju s t 
that: end ings. B orom ir's dea th  m ark s  th e  end ing , the  b reak in g  of th e  Fellow ship . 
T he d isappearance  of th e  E ntw ives, we are to ld , b eg an  a long, sad  decline for 
th e  Ents. F ro d o 's  sacrifice of h is  health , h is  peace of m in d , a n d  p a r t of h is  b o d y  
for th e  d es truc tion  of th e  O ne R ing  resu lts  in  n o  g reater, so u n d er sta te  for him : 
"I tr ied  to  save the  Shire," h e  tells Sam , "a n d  it h a s  been  saved, b u t n o t for m e" 
(VI.9.1029).
Life versu s dea th  is a com m on opposition  th a t w rite rs  u se  to  create 
pa thos, an d  T olkien  d raw s  th e  sadness of loss, th e  p a in  of th e  p rocess of end ing , 
p o ig n an tly  an d  believably . W e feel confiden t in  asserting  th a t  very  few  readers, 
certa in ly  n o t we th e  au th o rs  of th is  essay, h ave  seen an  Elf die. B ut we have  seen 
en o u g h  of death , an d  T olkien h a s  ren d e red  th e  em otions a n d  experience of 
e n d in g  an d  loss so well, th a t w hen  h e  w rites of B orom ir's repen tance  an d  final 
sm ile; of F rodo 's , Bilbo's, a n d  G an d a lf 's  em b ark in g  from  th e  G rey  H avens; of 
T h eo d en 's  a n d  of A rag o rn 's  d y in g  w ords; of A rw en 's  quiet, w in te rtim e  p ass in g  
u p o n  C erin  A m roth ; it certa in ly  does feel true . "[I]f th is  is indeed , as th e  E ldar 
say, th e  g ift of th e  O ne to  M en," confesses A rw en , " it is b itte r to receive"
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(A ppend ix  A.1063). E qually  tru e  feels T o lk ien 's  m essage  th a t th e  longer th e  life, 
th e  m ore  d ea th  w o u ld  be a re lie f—yet g rea te r still is th e  pain .
S terling  calls T o lk ien 's  trea tm en t of dea th  as a g ift an  " in sig h t in to  the 
h u m a n  cond ition" (18).14 W e disagree. N am in g  d ea th  a "g ift"  reveals n o t an  
insigh t, b u t an  op in ion , an d  T o lk ien 's  dep ic tions of the  v arious races an d  
characters illu s tra te  tha t, even  in M idd le -ea rth , it is an  op in ion  n o t sh a red  b y  all. 
D eath , like life, is p rob lem atic , an d  the com plex ity  of the  p ro b lem  m ig h t be 
exactly  the  sam e for no  tw o  creatures. T he recogn ition  of th a t d ifficult 
re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  life an d  death , be tw een  beg inn ings an d  end ings, m a y  be 
th e  tru e  in s ig h t th a t T olk ien  show s u s  in  th is area. W ithou t th e  m ag n itu d e  of the 
allusive backstory , w ith o u t th e  consisten t v e ris im ilitude  of experiences th a t are 
real, those  th a t w ere  once th o u g h t to  be real, a n d  those  th a t canno t be  rea l — 
w ithou t, in  short, th e  detail an d  th e  care w oven  th ro u g h o u t th e  fan tasy  fram e — 
th a t in s ig h t w o u ld  be  fa r less believable, a n d  the  ta le  w o u ld  feel m u ch  less true.
A n d  so w e com e to w h a t (one m ig h t argue) is th e  m o s t im p o rtan t po in t.
K now ledge of th e  m ag n itu d e  an d  deta il of th e  fram e a ro u n d  The Lord 
o f the Rings, th e  fu lly  a rticu la ted  backsto ry  an d  the  C hris tian  resonances 
in c lu d in g  th e  G reat C hain  of Being, g rea tly  enhance  m a n y  read e rs ' 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  novel an d  app rec ia tion  of its them es. T h a t know ledge  also 
ren d e rs  all th e  m ore  rem arkab le  th e  fact th a t it is n o t required: as n o ted  n ea r the 
b eg in n in g  of th is d iscussion , th e  efficacy of th e  fram e ren d e rs  The Lord o f the 
Rings itself lite ra lly  all th a t is n eed ed  to  u n d e rs ta n d  the  novel en o u g h  to  enjoy 
it.
T his fact, in  tu rn , sign ifican tly  h e ig h ten s  th e  iro n y  th a t th e  allusiveness 
of th e  b a c k s to ry —m y riad , frequent, u n ex p la in ed  references to m ate ria l absen t 
from  th e  b o o k —w as n o t on ly  u n in ten tiona l, b u t d irec tly  coun ter to  th e  a u th o r 's  
w ishes. C learly, T olkien  in ten d ed  h is  read e rs  to  u n d e rs ta n d  h is  m y th  an d  the 
h is to ry  of M id d le -ea rth  as h e  w ro te  the  novel. Both The Hobbit an d  The Lord of 
the Rings a re  side even ts in  The Silmarillion, th e  h is to ry  of M id d le -ea rth  th a t he  
b eg an  w h ile  in  th e  A rm y  d u rin g  W orld  W ar I an d  nev er com pletely  fin ished . 
T olkien  tr ied  to  p e rsu a d e  h is  p u b lish e r to  m ak e  The Silmarillion ac tua lly  a p a rt 
of th e  tex t of The Lord o f the Rings w h en  it w as p u b lish ed  in 1952, as p re lu d e  to 
th e  novel in one large  book. In  a le tte r to  U nw in , h is  pub lisher, h e  confesses th a t 
The Silmarillion "h a s  c ap tu red  The Lord o f the Rings, so th a t th a t h as  becom e 
s im p ly  its con tinua tion" a n d  d es ired  th a t it be  p u b lish ed  as p a r t  of a book  of
14 Bill Davis provides a more nuanced perspective through examination especially of 
Arwen's choice.
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"say  a m illion  w o rd s"  (Letters 136-137). U n w in  d e m u rre d  a n d  p u b lish ed  The 
Lord o f the Rings in  th ree  volum es, in stead , w ith o u t The Silmarillion (w hich  w as 
n o t ac tua lly  re a d y  for pub lica tion  anyw ay). T hough  the  au th o r w as 
d isap p o in ted  th a t th e  en tire  m y th  could  n o t ap p ea r w ith  The Lord o f the Rings, 
h e  solaced h im se lf w ith  the  ap pend ices  p u b lish ed  w ith  The Return o f the King, 
g iv ing  read e rs  a t least a sam p lin g  of th e  d e p th  of h is  creation.
The Lord o f the Rings is th e  first p o p u la r w ork  w ith  a fram e of such 
com plexity , a n d  w e assert th a t bo th  the  n o v e l's  com m ercial success a n d  its 
su b seq u en t lite ra ry  in fluence are  d u e  in  large p a r t to  th e  allusive backsto ry  bu ilt 
in to  th a t fram e. E arlier w o rk s b y  o th er w riters, in c lu d in g  R obert E. H o w ard  an d
H .P. L ovecraft, h a d  leaned  on  th e  dev ice of th e  fan tasy  fram e before, b u t the 
allusive backsto ry  of The Lord o f the Rings is a rg u ab ly  th e  densest, before  o r since, 
an d  rem ains th e  m o s t in fluen tia l on  w rite rs  a n d  aud iences of fan tastic  lite ra tu re . 
In  th e  fan tasy  genre, a t least, a llusive backsto ry  n o w  is expected . W ithou t 
T o lk ien 's  fearless, albeit u n in ten tio n a l th ro w in g  of h is  re ad e rs  u n d e r  th e  m yth ic  
hooves of h is  references, w o u ld  th ere  n o w  even  ex ist in  th e  genera l pub lic  such 
in trin sic  com prehension  of th e  concept of allusive backstory? W o u ld  th e  read ers  
of A  Song o f Ice and Fire (or th e  v iew ers of Game o f Thrones) so re ad ily  accep t the 
d en sity  of u n iq u e  references req u ired  to  believe in  th e  Seven K ingdom s of 
W esteros (M artin)? W o u ld  the  recu rren t m y ste rio u s h in ts  of ancien t m agics an d  
sk u lld u g g ery  am o n g  th e  seven teen  D rag ae ran  G rea t H ouses carry  th e  read e r at 
such  in v ig o ra tin g  sp eed  th ro u g h  th e  V lad Taltos novels a n d  th e  K haavren  
rom ances (Brust)? W o u ld  the  b rea th less  descrip tion  of th e  th ird  reconciliation  
of th e  las t of th e  M cK etrick su p p lican ts  so easily  sen d  a shiver of g leefu l d read  
th ro u g h  aud iences a t th e  cathartic  th re a t of ro as tin g  in  the  d ep th s  of th e  Sloar 
(Ghostbusters)?
O ne could  be  fo rg iven  for th ink ing , "P erh ap s no t."
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journal Mythlore in  2018, and of our first society conference in  2019. For the fiftieth 
anniversary of our Society, w e w ou ld  like to  see papers and  panels relating to gold, 
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J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and m ythopoeic fantasy in  general, not 
just our them e, are welcome as well.
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Tolkien's "Errantry"
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• William Fliss, Archivist at the Marquette University Special Collections and 
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Deadline: April 30, 2017
See http://www.mythsoc.org/mythcon/alexei.htm for details on our student paper award
